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ABSTRACT

The Battle of Warsaw, 1920: Impact on Operational Thought
By Major Harold H. Worrell, Jr., USA, 56 pages.

This monograph compares the Polish and Russian actions in the Battle of
Warsaw and their subsequent impact on the development of operational
thought. Although the Battle of Warsaw was overshadowed by events of the two
World Wars, the Polish victory ensured the rebirth of Poland and prevented the
spread of the Russian Revolution by force of arms. Its impact on the
development of Soviet operational thought was clearly significant. Its dismissal
by most western theorists, by contrast, represented a missed opportunity to
develop a theory which went beyond purely tactical actions.

The section following the introduction reviews the strategic and political
setting prior to the battle. The third and fourth sections examine the Polish army
under the command of Marshal Pilsudski and the Russian army under the
command of General Tukhachevski. The fifth section highlights actions of the
Battle of Warsaw. The last section draws comparisons between the actions of
the two sides and assesses the implications for the evolution of thought on the
operational level of war.

This monograph concludes that insights from the Battle of Warsaw
played a significant role in shaping Soviet operational thought during the inter-
war years, most notably in the writings of Svechin and Tukhachevski.
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SECTION I: INTRODUCTION

The Russo-Polish war of 1920 has been a virtually

forgotten event in history, overshadowed by the two World

Wars. Poland, under the leadership of Marshal Josef Pilsudski,

sought to reclaim its independence. Russia aspired to expand

the Bolshevik revolution into all of Europe. This war marked a

clash between two nations struggling to define their national

identity. The international importance of this war, however,

can not be overlooked. Its outcome helped maintain the

stability achieved by the Peace of Versailles, preserved the

independence of a reborn Polish nation, and delayed the

expansion of the Bolshevik revolution.

The decisive defeat of Russian forces on the outskirts of

Warsaw culminated the Russo-Polish War. Viscount Edgar V.

D'Abernon argues that the Battle of Warsaw ranks as one of the

most decisive battles of all time. "Had Pilsudski and Weygand

failed to arrest the triumphant advance of the Soviet Army at

the Battle of Warsaw, not only would Christianity have

experienced a dangerous reverse, but the very existence of

western civilization would have been imperiled."I Many

historians have likewise focused on the actions of Marshal

Pilsudski and General Mikail Tukhachevski. For the most part

the impact this battle had on the evolution of warfighting and

the operational level of war has been overlooked, however. The

Russo-Polish war stands out in contrast to the static trench



warfare practiced on the western front during World War I and

hearkens back to a more mobile, fluid style reminiscent of

Napoleon and Moltke.

In analyzing any battle there is an important distinction

that must be made between operational art and the operational

level of war. Operational art is an activity and by definition

determines "when, where and for what purpose major forces

will fight over time."2 On the other hand, the operational level

of war falls between strategy and tactics and links battles and

engagements together for a specific strategic effect.

The use of history to analyze such battles and campaigns

is invaluable to the professional soldier. In his article, "Of

Aphorisms, Lessons, and Paradigms," Gary Cox cautions that

historical studies should not be reduced to only a search for

lessons learned or a single body of truth which produces

victory. Rather, history should supply "experience and enhance

critical judgment."3 To develop this ability to analyze war, Dr.

Robert Epstein encourages students to go beyond the

superficial actions on the battlefield and examine the cause

and effect relationships in war. Similarly, Michael Howard

points out that the study of history must not be taken out of

context. He contends that history should be studied in depth to

understand how decisions are made and in width to see the

different variations possible for both victory and defeat.

Proper context reveals how social, political, geographic, and

national factors influence actions in war.4
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Following those high standards, this monograph seeks to

compare the Polish and Russian actions in the Battle of

Warsaw and their subsequent impact on the development of

operational thought. The section following this introduction

reviews the strategic and political setting prior to the battle.

The third and fourth sections examine the Polish army under

the command of Marshal Pilsudski and the Russian army under

the command of General Tukhachevski. The fifth section

highlights actions of the Battle of Warsaw. The last section

draws comparisons between the actions of the two sides and

assesses the implications for the evolution of thought on the

operational level of war.

SECTION -Ill

STRATEGIC AND POLITICAL SETTING

The historical background of the Russo-Polish war was

influenced by events in Russia and the settlement of World War

I. Determining precisely how and when the Russo-Polish war

started is difficult. The causative issues were already

present when Poland recovered its independence. The Treaty of

Brest-Litovsk, the Treaty of Versailles, and the revolution in

Russia formed the backdrop for the war. It was a war which

would decide whether or not the Peace of Versailles would be

destroyed within a year of its creation, with potentially

dangerous and far-reaching consequences throughout Europe.
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Although war was never officially declared, it escalated as

tensions grew and the drive for Polish national self-

determination evolved.

For centuries the dream of Polish independence was kept

in check under the yoke of occupation imposed by its powerful

neighbors Germany, Russia, Austria and Prussia. The Polish

people saw their territory partitioned and boundaries re-

drawn. They had no unationO to call their own. The first

Polish Partition in 1772 and the third in 1795 essentially

dismantled the land mass of Poland. The First Partition

reduced Polish territory by approximately thirty percent,

while the Third Partition witnessed the total dismemberment

of the remaining territory by Russia, Austria, and Prussia.5

The Polish people never accepted the permanence of the

partitions, and for the next 123 years they struggled to regain

their homeland. Their passion for independence is evident in a

statement issued by Josef Pilsudski on 22 April 1919. The

"Proclamation to the inhabitants of the former Grand-Duchy of

Lithuania" states:

For more than a century your country has known no

freedom. It has been oppressed by the hostile force
of Germans, Russians, and Bolsheviks, who, whilst
never consulting your wants ... interrupted your way
of life.

I, ... , am well acquainted with its state of
perpetual subjection, a state which must be removed
once and for all. Now at last, ... , liberty must reign,

4



with the right of full and unrestricted expression of
aspirations and needs.

The Polish Army brings Liberty and Freedom to you
all. It is an army ... to expel the rule of force and
violence, and to abolish governments which are
contrary to the will of the people. 6

.~ ~~ ......

Bofors After- Under Russian Rule

World War I reduced Russia to a state of economic ruin

which hastened the overthrow of the Czarist regime in Russia.

The Russian revolution began in March of 1917 with the

abdication of the throne by Czar Nicholas II. The Bolsheviks,

led by V. I. Lenin, forcefully seized power in October. Lenin

sought the overthrow of bourgeois capitalism practiced by the

previous regime. He resolved to centralize all activities and

transform the state into a "self-sufficing and self-operating

classless society."7  Lenin recognized that the proletariat

was the key to success in building a Soviet state. As early as
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1914, he wrote that "it is [as] impossible to pass from

capitalism to socialism without breaking national frameworks

as it was impossible to pass from feudalism to capitalism

withou*t adopting the idea of a nation."8

Following the October Revolution, a civil war erupted in

Russia which pitted the Bolshevik Red Army against a White

Army composed of their political opponents. Uncoordinated

offensives by White forces on a number of fronts characterized

the civil war. In essence, this war was a psychological and

political one, pitting socialism against imperialism. Lenin

believed that the war "would be settled in the rear and not in

the trenches."9

The international community recognized the threat that

an expansion of the Bolshevik revolution represented to

western Europe. In the meantime, Russia was still engaged in

the World War on the eastern front. Russia's involvement in

the War against Germany ended with their signing of the

Treaty of Brest-Litovsk on 3 March, 1918. The treaty "left the

Central Powers [Germany] essentially in control of Poland, the

Ukraine, and the Baltic lands.' 1 0 Under the terms of the

treaty, the Bolshevik government recognized the independence

and autonomy of Poland, Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and

the Ukraine. 1 1 In Poland's case this acknowledgment was

especially significant; they were awarded a large area west of

the Bug River including the district of Chelm. However, the

civil war in Russia continued.
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Treaty of Versailles

The Treaty of Versailles was signed following the end of

World War 1. Germany suffered most of the negative effects of

the treaty; Poland enjoyed a resurrection of national self

esteem. The treaty redrew the map of Europe, and there was a

space reserved for Poland. In the two years following the end

of World War I, the hope for regained Polish independence

became a redlity. "At"me peace co'nterence; tnd P'olhsn

delegation demanded the surrender of the former Prussian

sector from Germany. At the signing of the treaty on June 28,

1919, Poland was awarded the Danzig corridor, a strip of land

and coast that provided access to the Baltic Sea. Danzig itself

was proclaimed a "free city" under the administration of the

League of Nations. 2 Additional arrangements outlined in the

Versailles treaty, however, left the sovereignty of the border

region that separated Poland and RLssia in dispute. A

temporary line, subsequently referred to as the Curzon Line,

was recognized as the demarcation between Poland and Russia.

The line created a temporary boundary that extended

southward from Grodno through Brest-Litovsk, followed the

Bug River to Prezeysi, and then turned southeast to the

Czechoslovakian border.
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[C"HANGES IN BOUNDARIES 1olow In Nov 1914 --

The Allies who signed the Versailles treaty realized the

importance 01 this agreement and its significance for

maintaining peace in Europe. Winston Churchill acknowledged

that Poland was the "lynch-pin" of the treaty. By remaining

independent and serving as a buffer, Poland would determine

whether or not peace in Europe would be threatened by the

spread of the Bolshevik revolution. The Prime Minister of

England, Lloyd George, also recognized that the whole fabric of

peace depended upon the survival of the Polish state.
The Russian view of the Treaty of Versailles is equally

important to understand; Poland served as a buffer state

interposed between Russia and the rest of Europe. Lenin
believed that "by attacking Poland we are attacking the allies;

8



by destroying the Polish Army we are destroying the

Versailles peace, upon which rests the whole present system

of international relations. 1 3

The Start of the Russo-Polish War

It is difficult to establish the beginning of the Russo-

Polish war. The debate falls into two camps. One contends

that the war started in February 1919 with a brief engagement

between Polish and Bolshevik units at Bereza Kartuska. 1 4 The

other maintains that the Polish march on Kiev in April 1920

marked the start of the war. 1 5

In his work, *The Genesis of the Polish-Soviet War,

1919-1920," Norman Davies contends that the war started in

February 1919. Following the German withdrawal from

Oberkomando-Ostfront, Polish and Red Army forces moved in to

fill the void. 1 6 On 14 February, Captain Mienicki of the Polish

Wilno Detachment led a reconnaissance party into the township

of Bereza Kartuska. There he engaged a small detachment of

Red Army soldiers and took eighty prisoners. 1 7 This encounter

was not planned, but it is noteworthy in that it demonstrates

an independent action by Polish forces against the Red Army.

From this time until the Polish drive on Kiev, there were

sporadic clashes between small units. These encounters

started and then broke off without any apparent plan or

pattern. 1 8
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In his article "Beyond the Bug: Historiography of the

Soviet-Polish War," James McCann refutes Davies' claim and

contends that there is *no doubt that the major conflict of the

... war began with Pilsudski's decision to march beyond the

borderlands ... while the Red Army was still engaged in the

civil war."1 9 Many other historians, mainly Soviet, also

believe that the war started with the Polish march on Kiev on

24 April, 1920. Poland feared Russia's own wish to expand its

borders and export their revolution to the west. While Russia

was in a weakened state, due to the civil war, Poland saw an

opportunity to return to its traditional borders. The Poles

seized the moment and advanced.

For the Russians, the war was both a response to Polish

aggression and an opportunity to export the revolution to the

west. Moreover, however it began the war became one of

national survival for the Poles and revolutionary expansion for

the Bolsheviks. For the purpose of this study, the march on

Kiev is recognized as the beginning of the war.

Geography

The geography of central and eastern Europe plays a

significant role in the Russo-Polish war and the Battle of

Warsaw. For centuries the plains of eastern Europe have been

considered a natural route of invasion for armies moving

across the continent. The study of terrain, lines of

communication, and axes of advance is critical to
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understanding the impact of geography on military operations

in this region.

THEATER OF OPERATIONS .....-----

immense Th rn omd ytetoamiswsoe n

River

!City

Railroadi

!Lake co

n n Mountains

Marsh

Figure 3

The theater of operations for the Russo-Polish war was

immense. The front formed by the two armies was over one

thousand kilometers long, about half of which was usable for

major operations. The theater was bounded by the Baltic Sea

in the north, the Carpathian Mountains in the south, the Vistula

River in the west, and the Dneiper in the east. The area of

operations was in the general shape of a triangle, with

Warsaw, Smolensk, and Kharkhov at the tips.2 0

A number of geographical obstacles exist within this

area. A series of river systems flow throughout the theater.
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The Vistula River runs south to north bisecting Poland from

the Carpathian mountains to the Baltic sea. The Narew and Bug

rivers flow into the Vistula north of Warsaw, the Bug

originating south of Brest, and the Narew north towards

Grodno.2 1

North of Warsaw lies a rugged forested region known as

the Masurian Lakes, that stretches across the northern border

of Poland. This region is bounded by the Vistula in the west

and the Neman river in the east. The most formidable obstacle

in the theater however, is the Pripet marshes. This marshland

is generally regarded as being impassable, splitting the east-

west approach to Warsaw into two separate sectors. In the

west, the Pripet Marshes opern onto a plain where the two

sectors converge in the vicinity of Brest. Not only does this

area canalize east-west movement, but it inhibits freedom of

maneuver north and south.

Lines of communication in the theater of operations

played a key role for the movement of forces and supplies. The

road system was incapable of sustaining an army's

communications. East of the Bug River there were only two

macadamized roads, and both ran perpendicular to the front.

Depending on the weather conditions, the secondary road

system *fluctuated between being morasses of mud in the

spring and unbearably dusty sand-pits in the summer.*2 2

Additionally, the bridges in the area were scarce or damaged

as a result of action during World War I. In many instances

12



railroads offered the only reliable means of transportation.

Even these were mostly single track, consisting of both narrow

and wide gauge track. " .... Tracks had to be converted one way

or the other ... unless a suitable quantity of enemy rolling-

stock had been captured.' 2 3

The geographic considerations of this theater gave shape

to the axes of movement in the Russo-Polish war. Two axes

were formed that have an impact in this theater. One axis runs

Moscow-Minsk-Warsaw, north of the Pripet marshes, and the

other ran Kiev-Rovno-Lublin, south of the marsh. The axes

merged at Warsaw. There were also numerous tactical axes

that ran east and west through the theater. The axes thus

formed influenced military operations in terms of movement,

logistics, and communications. 2 4

SECTION III:

THE POLISH ARMY

Battle is the final objective of armies and man is
the fundamental instrument in battle. Nothing car.
wisely be prescribed in an army -- its personnel,
organization, discipline and tactics, things which
are connected like the fingers of a hand -- without
exact knowledge of the fundamental instrument,
man, and his state of mind, his morale, at the instant
of combat.

Colonel Ardant du Picq 25
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Pilsudski was a student of Napoleon, the Russo-Japanese

war, and the Polish uprising of 1863. He studied the

psychology of the army and found its ntruth" in Napoleon. He

realized that the basis of an army is the soul of the simple

soldier. When this collective soul is strong, the army will

survive both prosperity and adversity.2 6

In the Russo-Polish War, the army was a manifestation

of Poland's struggle for survival and independence. At the

start of the war, Poland had been an independent state for less

than a year. The initial development of its military can be

traced back only a decade. Prior to 1910, there was no

organized military in Poland. Pilsudski was directly

responsible for the creation of the Polish army with the

formation of *rifle associations' starting in 1910. These

associations served as the seed bed for the Polish Legions

that fought in World War I and became the foundation of the

Polish Army that fought in the Russo-Polish war. The para-

military 'riflemen's associations" conducted military training

and offered theoretical instruction on military subjects.

These associations were secretly supported by the Polish

Socialist Party (PPS) and the Union of Active Struggle (ZWC).

The rifle associations worked under collective leadership until

1912 when Pilsudski was named commander-in-chief. 27

Rising tensions in the Balkans and the possibility of war

between Austria and Russia had a profound effect in Poland.

Political parties within Poland sensed that she would have to

14



take a stand should conflict arise in the Balkans. The result

was an intensification of the military movement and the

formation of para-military associations by a number of

political groups. By June of 1913 the Riflemen's Association

boasted some 7,000 members. The next largest organization,

the Riflemen's Section, had a membership of 1,500. 28 The

fundamental purpose of these associations was to train a

nucleus of men who would some day become the Polish national

army. The movement further expanded to include the

establishment of a staff school and officers' training

course. 2 9

The start of World War I witnessed the next stage in the

evolution of the Polish army. Polish contingents fought with

the Russian, German, Austrian, and French armies. The war

saw the organization of the Polish "Legion," in the tradition of

the Polish legions that fought in the Napoleonic wars.

Eventually three legions were formed and fought as

independent brigades under Austrian operational control. The

first two brigades had an initial strength of about 2,500 men.

The first brigade was personally commanded by Pilsudski and

the second by Jozef Hailer, who had been an officer in the

Austrian army. In 1915 the Austrian Government authorized

the raising of a third brigade. By 1916 the three Polish legions

consisted of a combined strength of over 12,000 men. 3 0

The men of the Polish Legion were recruited from the

Polish "intelligentsia" and were courageous and highly
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motivated. Yet the nation they served considered them

undisciplined and unorthodox in their methods and deemed

their officers inexperienced. The charge that they were

undisciplined is misleading, for their loyalty was to Pilsudski

and Poland. Their courage and fighting qualities can not be

questioned. The Legions were primarily used as shock troops

during assaults or as last-ditch defenders. 3 1

By 1917 more than two years of war had drained German

and Austrian manpower reserves. At this point Poland gained

political recognition. Both sought Polish forces to replenish

their armies, but the Polish Central National Committee stated

that its forces "could only be called up by 'a Polish

government, the only legal dispenser of Polish Blood.'"3 2

In addition to the Austria-Hungarian Polish Legions,

Poles fought in the Russian and German armies. Mobilized as

reservists in the Russian and German provinces, ultimately

600,000 Poles served in the Russian army and over 200,000

were called up from the eastern provinces to serve in the

German army. Against their will, these Poles fought against

one another for other nations' goals, not for Polish

interests. 3 3 Throughout World War I, regardless of the side

they fought, Polish soldiers acquitted themselves well. The

experience and training gained on the battlefield would

eventually serve them well in their own future battles.

Following the World War, the Polish Legions disbanded,

and the soldiers returned to the task of reestablishing their
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towns and homes. When Pilsudski returned to Warsaw from his

imprisonment in Magdeburg in November of 1918, he was

installed as Supreme Commander of all Polish forces.3 4 He

set qbout the task of building the Polish Army. At the time the

nucleus of the Polish army was three regiments of Polnische

Wehrmacht. The remnant from the German occupation forces

consisted of three squadrons of cavalry and a cadet

detachment, totaling 9,000 men. 3 5 Officers and men from the

previously disbanded Legions came forward and joined the

army, to include those who had served with the Russian,

Austrian and French armies.

When Haller's Blue Army retVned from France, its fifty

thousand men made the single most valuable contribution to

the effort of rebuilding the Polish military. Haller's Army was

primarily comprised of Austrian and German prisoners of

Polish nationality and American volunteers. This force, which

included a regiment of seventy tanks, was better trained and

equipped than the rest of the Polish Army. In a period of

eighteen months, more than 300,000 volunteers came forward

for service. 3 6  Including volunteers and conscripts, the Army

consisted of 740,000 men by the spring of 1920. They were

organized into twenty-one infantry divisions and seven cavalry

brigades.3 7

The major challenge facing Pilsudski with the creation

of the Polish Army was to assimilate, equip, and train the

force. The volunteer army represented a microcosm of Europe,
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